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Location  and  Purpose 

The  Port  Niobrara- Gs-me  Preserve  is  located  in  the   sand-hill  reg- 
ion in  north-central   Cherry  County,    Nebr.  ,   near   the  to^7n  of  Valentine, 
on  what  was  formerly  the  Port  Niobrs-jra  Military  Reservation.      It   is  main- 
tained primarily  for  the  perpetuation  of  bison,   or  buffalo,  and  other 
species  of  North  American  big-game  aninials,.  but    it    is  also  a  bird  ref- 
uge.     All   species  of  wild  animals  and  birds   are  protected  theinj,    except 
when  it   is  necessary  to  control  the  injurious  activities  of  predators 
and  rodents.      The  Niobrara  River,    a  wide,    shallow,   and  rapidly-flowing 
stream,    traverses   the  entire  width  of  the  preserve,    dividing    it   into   two 
parts.      The  part  lying  north  of  the  river  and  comprising  about  a  third 
of  the  preserve,    is   exi  irregular  tableland  cut  by  ccnyons,    ravines,   and 
creeks;    that   south  of   the  river  consists   of   rolling   sandhills,    about 
half  as  high  as  the  tableland  to  the  north.      It    is  a  favorable  range   for 
buffalo,   elk,   ^nd  deer,   as  well  as  a  haven  for  prairie  chickens,    sharp- 
tailed  grouse,   and  other  species  of  upland  game  birds.     The  administra- 
tion buildings  are  located  5  miles  east  of  Valentino,   on  State  Highwaj^ 
No.   7.     The  resident  a,'-;ent  in  charge   is  Gono  A.   Araundson,   whose  post  of- 
fice address  is  Valentine,    Nebr. 


The  S'ort  l-Jiobrara  Military  Reservation,    containing  about  55,0CX3 
acres,   v/as  established  in  1879  to  keep  the   Sioux  Indiana   on  their  reS'- 
ervations   in  nearhy  South  Dakota  and  to   control  the  operations  of  cat- 
tle  rustlers   and  horse   thieves.      The  fort  was  abandoned  as   a  military 
post  on  October   22,    1906,   but  was  retained  by  the  Yfar  Department  a.s  a 
remount   station.      In  1907,    the   desirability  of  establishing  a  bird  ref- 
uge  on  the  area  was   called  to   the  attention  of  William  Dutcher,   then 
president   of   the  Katior^aJ  Association  of  Audubon  Societies;    and  G-.   L. 
Carter,   at  that  time   chief  deputy  game  warden  of  Nebraska,   was   likewise 
greatly  interested  in  protecting  the  birds.      As  the  reservation  was   still 
retained  by  the  V/ar  Department,   plans  for  establishing  the  bird  refuge 
could  not   then  bo  carried  out.     On  January  17,   1908,   Mr.    Dutcher  wrote 
to  President  Theodore  Roosevelt   concerning  the  desirability  of  protec- 
ting the  birds  and  game   on  the  military  reservation.     At   the   direction 
of  the  President,    the   chief  quartermaster  of   the  Army  on  March  5,    1908, 
issued  an  order  prohibiting  all   shooting  and  trripping  on  the   area. 

The  far  Department  completely  abandoned  the  reservation  in  1911, 
and  ih.  that  year  a  representative  of  the  Biological  Survey  inspected  the' 
area  to  determine  its  suitability  for  a  bi;rd  refuge.  As  a  result,  about 
13,500  acres  of  the  former  milita.ry  reservation  were  set  aside  by  Execu- 
tive order  ofjaiiuary  11,  1912,  ajid  were  placed -under  the  ■jurisdiction 
of  the  Departm.ent  of  Agriculture  as  a  refuge  and  breeding- ground  for  na- 
tive birds. 

Early   in  1912,   J.    f.   G-ilbert,    owner   of  a  private   game  park  at 
Priend,  Nebr. ,    offered  his  buffalo,   elk,   and  deer  to  the  federal  Govern- 
ment for  preservation  on  a  na.tionaL  reservation,  with  the  understanding 
that  they  would  rema.in  in  Nebraska.      The   acceptance    of  this  offer  was 
delayed  througli  lack  of  a  suitable   range    in  the   State.      On  November  14,      • 
1912,   however,    a.n  Executive   order  wa.s   issued  enlarging  the  Eort  Niobrara, 
Game  Preserve    (then  known  a.s  the  Niobrara  Reservation)    by  adding  thereto 
the  G.rea  formerly  used  as  the  parade   grounds  and  as  headquarters   for  the 
old  military  post.      This  made   the   total  area  of  the  preserve  about   14,200 
acres.     Mr.    Gilbert's  offer  was  then  formally  accepted  by  the   Secretary 
of  Agriculture,   and  arrangements  were  made   to   transfer  t^»  animals  to 
Fort  Niobrara. 

As   no  appropriation  was   availa.ble  for  fencing  the  preserve,    the 
citizens  of  Valentine  generously  offered  to  help.      They  were   desirous  of 
halving  the  game  preserve  established  in  their  vicinity  to   compensate   for 
the  loss   sustained  by  the   community  through  the  abandonment  of  the,  mili- 
tary post,      Eunds  for  constructing  a  big-game   fence   to   enclose  a  213-acre 
pasture  were   therefore  raised  througti  contributions  liy  the  citizens   of 
Valentine,    the    Chicago   &  Northwestern  Railroad  Company,    and  the  National 
Association  of  Audubon  Societies. 

In  January  1913,   the  enclosure  was  ready  for  the  animals,    and  6 
buffalo,   17  elk,  and  2  white-tailed  deer  were  transferred  tc  it.      During 
the  time  tha.t  elapsed  between  Mr.    Gilbert's   offer  to   donate  the  animals 


and  their  accepte.nce  ty  the  Govoriment,   ho  had  arrenged  to   otherv/iso 
dispose  of  Eioveral  'buffplo  and  oik,   end.  it  was  not  possible  to  capture 
a  couple   of  the  elk  or  most  of  the  deor.      In  June  1913,    2  litiffelo  hulls 
vvere   transferred  to   Fort   Niobrara  Preserve   from  Yellowstone  National  Park. 

A  third  Executive  order,    issued  March  31,    1920,    added  to  the  pre- 
serve a  strip   of  about   640  acres  lyirig  along  the  iJiobrara  River  to  the 
west    of  the   lands  originally   set  aside,  and  some  555  acres   of  privately 
owned  lands  within  the  exterior  boundaries  of  the  preserve  wure  purchased 
in  1931-32  under  specific  appropriation  from  Congress.      Luring  1935  cJid 
1935  approxi-aately  3,100  acres,   purchased  through  the   Resettlement  Ad- 
ministration and  from  other  funds,   were    added  by  Executive  order  of  Feb- 
ruary 21,    1933.      Ihe   total  area  of   the  Fort  lliobrara  GcJDe  Preserve  is 
now  18,537  acres. 

Big- Gam a  Animals 

The  buffalo  and  elk  increased  rapidly  8.nd,   as  on  other  similarly 
enclosed  big-gpine  preserves   administered  by  the  Biological   Survey,    it 
has  been  necessarj.'  from  time  to  time  to  control  the  mimbers   in  the  herds 
to  prevent  overstocking  the  renge  ?r.d  the   consequent  destruction  of  for- 
age.     i?iiirierous  buffcalo  snd  elk  have  been   removed,  and  as  far  a,s  possible 
they  have  been  used  for  stocking  other  preserves  or  for  breeding  or  ex- 
hibition purposes.      Some  lia.ve  been  sold  for  butchering  or  have  been  do- 
nated to   the  Indian  Service   for  use  as  meat  by  needy  Indians  on  naairt^ 
reservations. 

The  herds  of  big-game   animals   on  this  preserve   are,  therefore, 
not  large,    since  restricted  grazing  areas  and  range   conditions  h&ve  made 
it 'necessary  to   curtail  their  numbers.      T^Q  herds  are   in  good  condition, 
however,    and  are  of  much   educational  value   and  interest  to   tourists  as 
well  as  to  local  residents  and  serve   to  assist   in  perpetuating  interest- 
ing forms   of  native   v/ildlife. 

A  few  deer  have  been  purchased  or  donated  to  the  pres^-rve  from 
time   to  time,   and  <soce     fa.wns  have  been  born,  but  the  deaths  have  about 
offset  the  births,   and  at  present  few  deer  are  on  the  area. 

An  interesting  instance  of  comradeship  between  animals  of  different 
species  was  observed  on  the  Fort  lliobrara  Presarvo.     A  male  v.hite-tailed 
deer,   obtained  from  the  park  at  Fort  Dodge,    lov/a,    in  1934,    ax^d  a  black 
saddle  horse  v/ore  kept   in  the  seme  pasture.     They  developed  a.  marked  fond- 
ness  for  each  other  and  romped  together  over  the  pasture,   attracting  much 
notice.      Their  friendship  ended  tragically,   however,    in  the  winter  of 
1936-57,   v/hen  the  deer  died  from  injuries   received  in  an  encounter  with 
a  buffalo  that  he  had  tried  to  cl:ase  from  the  pasture,   where  a  few  year- 
ling buffalo  v/ere  held  av;aiting  disposal   as   surplus  animals  and  several 
others  had  been  placed  for  exliibition. 

In  1924,   a  small  band  of  10  antelope,   brought  from  Nevada.,  was 
placed  in  a  restricted  enclosure  neejr  headquarters.     Owing-  to  lack  of 
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adequate  pasture,   the  antelope  did  not  increase  sat isfa,ctorily,    and  af- 
ter reaching  the  maximum  numter   of  17   in  1932,    the  "band  steadily  de- 
cree.sed.      die  last  members  either  died  from  natural  causes  or  were  killed 
"by  coyotes  dui-ing  the  winter  of  1936-37. 

About   8,000  acres  in  the   southern  pe^rt  of  the  preserve,    which  was 
considered  v;ell  suited  to  maintain  antelope  under  restricted  range  con- 
ditions,  were   enclosed  with  a  hig-game  fence.      The  topography  is  ve,ried, 
including  plains  and  rolling   sand  hills   covered  with  wild  prairie  grass- 
es,  weeds,  plum  thickets,   hackherries,    and  other  shruhs.      In  the   spring 
of  1936,    34  young  antelope,  picked  up   soon  after  birth   on  their  fawning 
grounds  in  South  Dakota  and  Wyoming,   were  transported  to   this  new  pasture, 
some   of   them   coming  from  a   distaiit  point   in  Wyoming  by  airplane.      Every 
effort  was  made   to   rea.r  them,  and  every  means  possible  was  taken  to   safe- 
guard them,   but  they  gradually  succumbed  to  disease  or  were  killed  by 
coyotes.     There  are  no  antelope  on  the  preserve  now,  but  attempts  will 
probably  be  made  to  establish  another  herd. 

The  big-geme  animals  on  the  Fort  Niobrara  Game  Preserve   in  April 
1938  included  108  buffalo,   27  elk,   7  white-tailed  deer,    aca  5  mule  deer. 

Texas  Longhorns 

In  May  1936,  6  Texas  longhorns  were  transferred  from  the  Wichita 
Mountains  Wildlife  Eefuge,  Okla. ,  to  the  Port  Niobrara  Preserve,  end  in 
the  following  spring  each  of  the  four  3-year-old  heifers  gave  birth  to 
a  sturdy  calf.  Although  the  Texas  longhorn  cannot  be  classed  as  a.  game 
animal,  the  species,  now  rapidly  disappearing,  is  of  much  interest,  be- 
cause it  is  so  closely  associated  with  the  early  history  of  the  West. 
It    is,  therefore,   desirable    that  its  perpetuation  be  assured. 

Smaller  Mammals 

Many  smaller  mammals,   all  native   to  the  region,   are  found  on  the 
Port  Niobrara  Preserve,     Among  these  are  the  beaver,  muskrat,   mink, 
civet  cat,  wea.sel,   raccoon,    skunk,   opossum,   red  squirrel,    coyote,   and 
bobcat.      Sornetines  a  white  porcupine  is  seen. 

Birds 

The  principal  birds  occurring  on  the  Port  Niobrara  G-ajne  Preserve 
throughout   the  year  are   sharp-tailed  grouse,    quail,   prairie  chickens,   up- 
land plover,   and  Chinese  pheasajits.     A  large  nujnber  of   insectivorous  and 
song  birds  nest  within  the  boundaries,   and  golden  and  bald  eagles  fre- 
quent the  area,  in  v/inter.      Considerable  numbers  of  waterfowl  rest  on  the 
waters  within  the  preserve  during  migration,   and  many  mallards  winter 
there.     About  250  species  of  birds  have  been  recorded  on  the  preserve. 
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Improvginents. 

The  "big-gcme  eji^jnals  soon  taxed  the   caxacity  "both  of  the  original 
pasture  fenced  in  1912  and  of   the   230-acre  pasture  enclosed  in  1S18,    so 
that  it  hecanie  nucessaxy  to  provide  additional   range.     Under  funds  ap- 
propriated by  Congress,   a  4,500-c.crc'  pasture  on  the  north  side  of  the 
IJiobrara  Hivor  w.'\s  fenced  in  1933.     xunds  from  the  ep^roprii-tion  for  tha 
relief  of  unerrployiD-jnt  were  nllott'3d   in  19S1  for  the   ifprovement  of  the 
preserve,   t'nd,   after  the  purchase  of  some  555  acres  of  privately  owned 
lands  within  the  boundaries,    a  big-gaine  pasture   containin,L;  2,500  acres 
^etvveen  the  hig;-i-..^ry  f.nd  the   south   side  of   tne   river  was  fenced.      'liiis 
iJasture  made   it  possible' to  build  ct: :  rals   for  use   in  handling  the  ar.i- ' 
nals  ynd   in  obtaining  thera   for  breeding  and  exhibition  purposes.      Previ- 
ouslj'  it  had  been  necessary  to  butch  r   all   surplus  aniir.als   removed  from 
the  herds.'     'The  fj^imela  in  the  new  south  pasture  ca^n  be   seen  from  the 
highway  s-nd  are  lauch  raora  t-ccessible   to   ti.e  public.      Tl:e   buffalo  and  elk 
arc  transferred  to   this  pasture  each  fall  pnd  winter,   end  a  few  are  also 
maintained  in  exhibition  pastures  near  headquarters. 

Emergency  funds  also   :r;<?.do  possible   the    construction  of  a  .iiodern 
administration  building. 

Civilian  Conservation  Corps  caiTips  maintained  on  the  lovt  Niobrara 
Preserve  during  the   third,   fifth,    sixbh,    and  seventh  camp  periods  carried 
out  extensive  developments  and  imprcvtm;ents.     Many  miles  of  truck  end 
horse   trail's  were  built,   a  255-foot   steel  and  concrete  bridge  with  a  10- 
foot   roadwry  v.'as  constructed  across  the   rliobrarc'.  fiiver  at  a  favorable  site 
east   of  headquarters,    and  26  dams  vyero  built  on  small  spring-fed  crooks, 
creating  i:)onds  for  water  conservation  md  resting  places  for  waterfowl 
and  other  migratory  birds.      Aquatic  plants  that  furnish  the  most   suitable 
food  for  ducks  have  been  planted  in  them.      Several  ponds  were  enclosed 
with   "vernin'i-proof   fences   and  others  with   stock-proof  fences.      l^J5:erous 
plots  within  the   fenced  areas   on  tiie  prescirvo  are  annually  planted  wiuh 
various  grains   for  the  production  of  food  end  cover  for  -..ildlife. 

Miscellaneous  Features 

Within  the  Fort  Niobrara  Game  Preserve  -are  throe  beautif'ul  water- 
falls formed  by  spring- fed  creeks  di'opping  over  br.ile  clay  cliffs,   through 
which  the  Niobrara  Hiver  has  cut    its  channel.      The    spray  created  by  these 
falls  of  crystal-clear  water  keeps  the  suri-our^ding  air  cool  and  fresh  dur- 
ing ttiohottest  days   of  summer.     Hors  ^shoe  bends  with  vertical  cliffs  ap- 
proxijnately  luO  feet  high  occur  at   several  places  along  the  course  of  the 
river,  i-xid.  on  the  south   side  where   sloping  sond  hills   intersect  the  brule 
clay,    spring  water  seeps  and  trickles  over  the  cliffs.      Duiring  the  winter, 
at  one  such  place,  a  vertical   sheet   ^f   ice   in  horseshoe   sliape    is  formed, 
presenting  a  striking  scene.      Both  deciduous  and  coniferous  trees  grow 
along  thie   river  vnd  creeks,    furnishing  contrasts   in  various  shades  of  green; 
and  south  of  the  river  on  the  hills  t'r-rt  are  c^'verod  with  birch,    elm,    codar, 
and  T/estern  yellow  pine,   these  contrasts  are  especially  noticeable. 
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Most  of  tiie  preserve  is  accesp.i"ble  "by  automotile  or  horse,   and 
the  tlQ-gome  animals  have  become   so  acicustomed  to  the  proximity  of  vis- 
itors with  cars  ?nd  horses  that  they  can  be  viewed  at  close  range  with- 
out being  disturbed. 

The  museiom  located  at  headq3iarters  contains  ooXlections  of  cpec- 
iraens  of  wildlife,  plants,  and  fossils  foixnd  on  the  preserve.     Two  fos- 
sil beds  of  the  lower  Pliocene  end  the  upper  Miocene  periods,   from  which 
the   skeletons  and  fragments  of  bones  of  more  than  20  extinct  species  of 
animals  have  been  collected,   are   located  on  the  preserve.     Among  these 
specimons  are  bones  of  the  three-toed  horse  and  of  extinct  forms  of   the 
antelope,    rhinocerous,   elephant,   and.  camel.      E.    S.    Stirton,  professor 
of  paleontology  at   tb^  University  of  California,    cooperated  in  collecting, 
classifying,  preserving,   and  arranging  the  fossil  exhibit.      Specimens  of^ 
about   75  varieties  of  plants  have  been  collected  with  the  aid  of  Professor 
Tolstead  of  the  University  of   Iowa. 

Other  Ai'eas  Maintained  Primarily  for  Big-G-ame  Animals 

Port  Niobrara  is  one   of  11  game  preserves  and  ranges    (described 
in  mimeographed  leaflet  BS-95)  maintained  by  the  Biological  Sui^ey  pri- 
marily for  North  American  big-game  animals,   but  on  whicii  all  wild,  animals 
and  birds  are  protected,   except  predators  and  rodents  when  it  becomes 
necesssj:'y  to  control  their  injurious  activities.     The  other  10  areas, 
the   first  3  of  which,   as  well  as  Port  Niobrara,    are  enclosed  with  big- 
game  fences,   are  as   follows: 

National  Bison  Ringe,  Mont. — The  principal  species  on  this  ra,nge 
are  buffalo,  elk,  bighorn  (mountain  sheep),  mule  deer  (sometimes  called 
black-tailed  deer),    and  white-tailed  deer. 

Wichita  Mountains  Wildlife  Refuge,  Okla. — On  this  refuge  are  herds 
of  buffalo,   elk,   Texas  longhorns,  a-nd  numerous  white-tailed  deer. 

Sullys  Hill  Game  Preserve,  N.  Dak.— Buffalo,  elk,  an.d  white-tailed 
deer  are  maintained  on  this  preserve,  (Described  in  mimeographed  leaflet 
BS-61) 

31k  Refuge,  Wyo.— This  is  a  winter  feeding  ground  for  the  elk  of 
the  Southern  Yellowstone  herd. 

CJliarles   Sheldon  Antelope  Refvige,   Nov. — In  addition  to  antelope, 
this  refuge  supports  numerous  mule  deer.- 

CSaarles   Sheldon  Antelope  Range,   Nev. — ^ Although  chiefly  an  aJite- 
lope  range,   considerable  niimbers  of  imile  deer  also  are  found  here. 

Hart  Mountain  Antelope  Refiige,   Oreg. — Maintained  primarily  .for 
entelope,    this  refuge   is   inh.abited  also  by  mule  deer. 
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Desert   Game  Rang©,   Hev, — (The  principal  species  on  this  range   is 
Nelson*s,    or  desert,   bighorn.     Other  species  are  male  deer  and  elk. 

Tort  Peck  Game  i^.nge ,   Mont. — Fhite- tailed  and  mule  deer  and  some 
antelope   freq.uent  this  area. 

Kunivak  Island  Wildlife  Refuge,    Alaska. — On  this  refuge  are  musk 
oxen,    caribou,   and  reindeer;   also   foxes  and  other  fur-bearing  animals. 

The   sage  grouse,    or   sage  hen,    a  species  that  has  been  fast   disap- 
pearing,   occurs  on  the   Charles   Sheldon  Antelope  Refuge   and  the  Charles 
Sheldon  Antelope  Range,   Nev. ,   as  well  as  on  the  Hart  Mountain  Antelope 
Refuge,  Orcg.  ,    and  the  Elk  Refuge,   fyo.      The  protection  afforded  this 
species  on  these   refuges    should  result    in   its  increase  and  restoration. 

Wildlife  and  Federal  property  on  the  big-game  preserves  end  ranges 
are  protected  by  Federal  laws  and  regulations.      Copies  may  be   obtained 
from  the  Bureau  of  Biological  Survey,    Washington,   D.    C 
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Plate  1 


View  on  the  Fort  Niobrara  Game  Preserve,  Nebraska,  looking 
over  the  south  bluff  of  the  Niobrara  River 


Herd  of  buffalo  at  natural  wallow  on  the  Port  Niobrara  Game 

Preserve,  Nebraska 
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Plate  2 
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Two  majestic  bull  elk  on  the  range  in  north  pasture 
Port  Niobrara  Game  Preserve,  Nebraska 


Herd  of  elk  in  south 
pasture  at  head- 
quarters, Fort  Nio- 
brara Game  Preserve, 
Nebraska 


One  of  the  progeny  of 
antelope  introduced 
in  1924  on  the  Fort 
Niobrara  Game  Pre- 
serve ,  Nebraska 


